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“Why are there no organizations for working women in Germany? Why do we hear
so little about the working women’s movement?” With these questions, Emma
Ihrer, one of the founders of the proletarian women’s movement of Germany,
introduced her 1898 essay, Working Women in the Class Struggle. Hardly fourteen
years have passed since, but they have seen a great expansion of the proletarian
women’s movement. More than a hundred fifty thousand women are organized in
unions and are among the most active troops in the economic struggle of the
proletariat. Many thousands of politically organized women have rallied to the
banner of Social Democracy: the Social Democratic women’s paper [Die Gleichheit,
edited by Clara Zetkin] has more than one hundred thousand subscribers; women’s
suffrage is one of the vital issues on the platform of Social Democracy.

Exactly these facts might lead you to underrate the importance of the fight for
women’s suffrage. You might think: even without equal political rights for women
we have made enormous progress in educating and organizing women. Hence,
women’s suffrage is not urgently necessary. If you think so, you are deceived. The
political and syndical awakening of the masses of the female proletariat during the
last fifteen years has been magnificent. But it has been possible only because
working women took a lively interest in the political and parliamentary struggles of
their class in spite of being deprived of their rights. So far, proletarian women are
sustained by male suffrage, which they indeed take part in, though only indirectly.
Large masses of both men and women of the working class already consider the
election campaigns a cause they share in common. In all Social Democratic electoral
meetings, women make up a large segment, sometimes the majority. They are
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always interested and passionately involved. In all districts where there is a firm
Social Democratic organization, women help with the campaign. And it is women
who have done invaluable work distributing leaflets and getting subscribers to the
Social Democratic press, this most important weapon in the campaign.

The capitalist state has not been able to keep women from taking on all these
duties and efforts of political life. Step by step, the state has indeed been forced to
grant and guarantee them this possibility by allowing them union and assembly
rights. Only the last political right is denied women: the right to vote, to decide
directly on the people’s representatives in legislature and administration, to be an
elected member of these bodies. But here, as in all other areas of society, the
motto is: “Don’t let things get started!” But things have been started. The present
state gave in to the women of the proletariat when it admitted them to public
assemblies, to political associations. And the state did not grant this voluntarily, but
out of necessity, under the irresistible pressure of the rising working class. It was
not least the passionate pushing ahead of the proletarian women themselves which
forced the Prusso-German police state to give up the famous “women’s section”[A]
in gatherings of political associations and to open wide the doors of political
organizations to women. This really set the ball rolling. The irresistible progress of
the proletarian class struggle has swept working women right into the whirlpool of
political life. Using their right of union and assembly, proletarian women have taken
a most active part in parliamentary life and in election campaigns. It is only the
inevitable’ consequence, only the logical result of the movement that today millions
of proletarian women call defiantly and with self-confidence: Let us have suffrage!

Once upon a time, in the beautiful era of pre-1848 absolutism, the whole working
class was said not to be “mature enough” to exercise political rights. This cannot be
said about proletarian women today, because they have demonstrated their
political maturity. Everybody knows that without them, without the enthusiastic
help of proletarian women, the Social Democratic Party would not have won the
glorious victory of January 12, [1912], would not have obtained four and a quarter
million votes. At any rate, the working class has always had to prove its maturity for
political freedom by a successful revolutionary uprising of the masses. Only when
Divine Right on the throne and the best and noblest men of the nation actually felt
the calloused fist of the proletariat on their eyes and its knee on their chests, only
then did they feel confidence in the political “maturity” of the people, and felt it
with the speed of lightning. Today, it is the proletarian woman’s turn to make the
capitalist state conscious of her maturity. This is done through a constant, powerful
mass movement which has to use all the means of proletarian struggle and
pressure.
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Women’s suffrage is the goal. But the mass movement to bring it about is not a job
for women alone, but is a common class concern for women and men of the
proletariat. Germany’s present lack of rights for women is only one link in the chain
of the reaction that shackles the people’s lives. And it is closely connected with the
other pillar of the reaction: the monarchy. In advanced capitalist, highly
industrialized, twentieth-century Germany, in the age of electricity and airplanes,
the absence of women’s political rights is as much a reactionary remnant of the
‘dead past’ as the reign by Divine Right on the throne. Both phenomena - the
instrument of heaven as the leading political power, and woman, demure by the
fireside, unconcerned with the storms of public life, with politics and class struggle-
both phenomena have their roots in the rotten circumstances of the past, in the
times of serfdom in the country and guilds in the towns. In those times, they were
justifiable and necessary. But both monarchy and women’s lack of rights have been
uprooted by the development of modern capitalism, have become ridiculous
caricatures. They continue to exist in our modern society, not just because people
forgot to abolish them, not just because of the persistence and inertia of
circumstances. No, they still exist because both - monarchy as well as women
without rights - have become powerful tools of interests inimical to the people. The
worst and most brutal advocates of the exploitation and enslavement of the
proletariat are entrenched behind throne and altar as well as behind the political
enslavement of women. Monarchy and women’s lack of rights have become the
most important tools of the ruling capitalist class.

In truth, our state is interested in keeping the vote from working women and from
them alone. It rightly fears they will threaten the traditional institutions of class
rule, for instance militarism (of which no thinking proletarian woman can help being
a deadly enemy), monarchy, the systematic robbery of duties and taxes on
groceries, etc. Women'’s suffrage is a horror and abomination for the present
capitalist state because behind it stand millions of women who would strengthen
the enemy within, i.e., revolutionary Social Democracy. If it were a matter of
bourgeois ladies voting, the capitalist state could expect nothing but effective
support for the reaction. Most of those bourgeois women who act like lionesses in
the struggle against “male prerogatives” would trot like docile lambs in the camp of
conservative and clerical reaction if they had suffrage. Indeed, they would certainly
be a good deal more reactionary than the male part of their class. Aside from the
few who have jobs or professions, the women of the bourgeoisie do not take part in
social production. They are nothing but co-consumers of the surplus value their
men extort from the proletariat. They are parasites of the parasites of the social
body. And consumers are usually even more rabid and cruel in defending their
“right” to a parasite’s life than the direct agents of class rule and exploitation. The
history of all great revolutionary struggles confirms this in a horrible way. Take the
great French Revolution. After the fall of the Jacobins, when Robespierre was driven
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in chains to the place of execution the naked whores of the victory-drunk
bourgeoisie danced in the streets, danced a shameless dance of joy around the
fallen hero of the Revolution. And in 1871, in Paris, when the heroic workers’
Commune was defeated by machine guns, the raving bourgeois females surpassed
even their bestial men in their bloody revenge against the suppressed proletariat.
The women of the property-owning classes will always fanatically defend the
exploitation and enslavement of the working people by which they indirectly
receive the means for their socially useless existence.

Economically and socially, the women of the exploiting classes are not an
independent segment of the population. Their only social function is to be tools of
the natural propagation of the ruling classes. By contrast, the women of the
proletariat are economically independent. They are productive for society like the
men. By this | do not mean their bringing up children or their housework which
helps men support their families on scanty wages. This kind of work is not
productive in the sense of the present capitalist economy no matter how enormous
an achievement the sacrifices and energy spent, the thousand little efforts add up
to. This is but the private affair of the worker, his happiness and blessing, and for
this reason nonexistent for our present society. As long as capitalism and the wage
system rule, only that kind of work is considered productive which produces surplus
value, which creates capitalist profit. From this point of view, the music-hall dancer
whose legs sweep profit into her employer’s pocket is a productive worker, whereas
all the toil of the proletarian women and mothers in the four walls of their homes is
considered unproductive. This sounds brutal and insane, but corresponds exactly to
the brutality and insanity of our present capitalist economy. And seeing this brutal
reality clearly and sharply is the proletarian woman'’s first task.

For, exactly from this point of view, the proletarian women’s claim to equal political
rights is anchored in firm economic ground. Today, millions of proletarian women
create capitalist profit like men-in factories, workshops, on farms, in home industry,
offices, stores. They are therefore productive in the strictest scientific sense of our
present society. Every day enlarges the hosts of women exploited by capitalism.
Every new progress in industry or technology creates new places for women in the
machinery of capitalist profiteering. And thus, every day and every step of industrial
progress adds a new stone to the firm foundation of women’s equal political rights.
Female education and intelligence have become necessary for the economic
mechanism itself. The narrow, secluded woman of the patriarchal “family circle”
answers the needs of industry and commerce as little as those of politics. It is true,
the capitalist state has neglected its duty even in this respect. So far, it is the unions
and the Social Democratic organizations that have done most to awaken the minds
and moral sense of women. Even decades ago, the Social Democrats were known as
the most capable and intelligent German workers. Likewise, unions and Social
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Democracy have today lifted the women of the proletariat out of their stuffy,
narrow existence, out of the miserable and petty mindlessness of household
managing. The proletarian class struggle has widened their horizons, made their
minds flexible, developed their thinking, shown them great goals for their efforts.
Socialism has brought about the mental rebirth of the mass of proletarian women-
and thereby has no doubt also made them capable productive workers for capital.

Considering all this, the proletarian woman’s lack of political rights is a vile injustice,
and the more so for being by now at least half a lie. After all, masses of women take
an active part in political life. However, Social Democracy does not use the
argument of “injustice.” This is the basic difference between us and the earlier
sentimental, utopian socialism. We do not depend on the justice of the ruling
classes, but solely on the revolutionary power of the working masses and on the
course of social development which prepares the ground for this power. Thus,
injustice by itself is certainly not an argument with which to overthrow reactionary
institutions. If, however, there is a feeling of injustice in large segments of society —
says Friedrich Engels, the co-founder of scientific socialism — it is always a sure sign
that the economic bases of the society have shifted considerably, that the present
conditions contradict the march of development. The present forceful movement of
millions of proletarian women who consider their lack of political rights a crying
wrong is such an infallible sign, a sign that the social bases of the reigning system
are rotten and that its days are numbered.

A hundred years ago, the Frenchman Charles Fourier, one of the first great prophets
of socialist ideals, wrote these memorable words: In any society, the degree of
female emancipation is the natural measure of the general emancipation.[B] This is
completely true for our present society. The current mass struggle for women’s
political rights is only an expression and a part of the proletariat’s general struggle
for liberation. In this lies its strength and its future. Because of the female
proletariat, general, equal, direct suffrage for women would immensely advance
and intensify the proletarian class struggle. This is why bourgeois society abhors
and fears women’s suffrage. And this is why we want and will achieve it. Fighting for
women’s suffrage, we will also hasten the coming of the hour when the present
society falls in ruins under the hammer strokes of the revolutionary proletariat.
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Footnotes

[A] The “women’s section” had been instituted in 1902 by the Prussian Minister von
Hammerstein. According to this disposition, a special section of the room was
reserved for women at political meetings.

[B] Though Rosa Luxemburg could not have known it, Karl Marx cites these same
words in the third of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscnpis of 1844 when he
discusses the nature of communist society.

From: http://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1912/05/12.htm
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